
 

The old watch on my wrist no longer showed the time, it had stopped one day, god knows when, at 

11:33am and all the time I’d had it the hands had never moved an inch. I learnt to decipher the time 

from the sun and the moon – the sun now beginning to peek out from behind the red bricked tenement 

flats across the street, grabbing hold of the bitter Glasgow air and squeezing life into the awakening 

city. I determined then that it must have been coming up to 8am, with December fast approaching and 

the days shortening. It was a Sunday morning, and yet the street had already begun to fill with 

students, some on their way to the library maybe, but most not yet home from the night before. They 

stumbled along laughing about their state of affairs, and I remained unnoticed, breathing in the human 

goings on, as vital to me as the air itself. 

I had been homeless for 3 years then, and had adjusted to life on the streets, as well as one can adjust 

to such things. I formulated a routine, in the mornings I would pack up my things, my sleeping bag 

and cardboard then head to the little café on the corner. There Jimmy would give me a coffee and 

warm roll, and he would keep my things for me in the back to collect later. He would recycle the 

cardboard and keep aside some fresh boxes to give me when I returned.  

“Hey Sam, take a seat and I’ll sort you out in a minute”, Jimmy said. 

Jimmy and I had been together a long time ago, he had really loved me and though he married, settled 

down with children, I suspected he still did.  

He returned from the back and handed me a coffee and soft roll, his hand lingering for a moment on 

my shoulder, before quickly drawing it away and wringing his hands together awkwardly, as if he 

were trying to wash away the feeling of my old, waterproof jacket. This is how it went most days, a 

little show of affection and then an uncomfortable distance hung like wet laundry between us.  

Leaving Jimmy’s café, I stood for a second as the door squeaked shut behind me. I should really tell 

him to oil that, I thought as I listened to the familiar whispers of the River Kelvin, always moving on 

and on though the surface seemed to remain static.  

When my parents’ house burned down, I was left with nothing. Their insurance had lapsed months 

before, and they had missed their last few mortgage payments. At first, the council were helpful, they 

provided me with temporary accommodation, but temporary it was. I remember the first place they 

sent me in the South Side, a damp, musty, one bedroom flat infested with mice. I slept on a stained 

mattress on the floor, while the walls around me seemed to be slowly decaying. After that, I bounced 

around various hostels, all in the same dreadful condition due to lack of funding. Eventually the help 

just stopped coming and I was truly on my own.  

I walked along the street, away from Jimmy’s, counting the people that I passed. Fourteen, twenty-

two. Men, women, alone, in pairs, threes, groups. Short, tall, young, old. I studied their faces as they 

passed, the lines and marks on their skin seemed detached from the faces that carried them. They had 

this way of moving with the wind, their own life force, stretching and changing as my eyes adjusted. 

These little features of human existence, not unlike the earth’s soil, part and give way to rich 

undergrowth.  

I reached my first stop of the day around noon, a small alley linking the backs of several pubs and 

apartment buildings. Here, there was a cluster of bins, spotted with pieces of graffiti. I approached the 

one to the far left, distinguishable by the yellow paint spelling out, ‘peace’ under a barely visible 

Celtic symbol.  

I had discovered the association during my first year on the street. A young woman, Aileen, extended 

me her hand and offered me a coffee. She spoke with such passion, her eyes wide and knowing, I 

immediately felt a connection to her from the moment our hands had touched. There was a warmth 



about her, an understanding and sympathy that radiated, a pure force that seemed to reach inside me 

and settle there. She told me about ‘her people’, the Tuatha Dé Danann, and invited me to join them. 

Sceptical as I was, I agree to meet with them, mostly out of sheer curiosity, but a part of me felt as 

though I would follow Aileen wherever she went.  

The next afternoon, after my routinely trip to Jimmy’s, I met Aileen on the cobbles around from 

Ashton Lane. She led me to Kelvingrove Park, where a group of raggedy looking strangers were 

huddled next to the fountain. They looked no different than I did, unwashed and cold, but their faces 

were bright, they seemed genuinely happy as they stood there laughing together; outsiders yet within 

themselves just as much a part of the world as the trees themselves. Seeing Aileen and I approaching 

their smiles burst even wider than I thought possible and they welcomed us joyously. They gathered 

around me, bubbling with excitement and each laid a hand atop my head. It was bizarre. I wondered 

what the onlookers must think of this strange greeting conducted by an externally scruffy bunch of 

strangers. Despite this, surrounded by these men and women, I felt part of something important, what 

I had felt with Aileen but magnified and I was in the presence of family, not connected by blood, but 

understanding. It was a true connection of mind and body, unlike the awkward reminiscence of things 

past that Jimmy and I shared. 

Over the weeks that followed I learnt that the Tuatha Dé Danann were named after a Celtic 

mythological group of supernatural beings, and that their purpose was bringing together outsiders and 

cast-aways to survive together as one. ‘We give a family to those seeking purpose’, Aileen explained 

to me. ‘And those bound together as family provide for one another’.  

Pulling back the lid of the bin, inside I found a metal box, with the same Celtic symbol, the mark of 

the Tuatha Dé Danann, etched into its side. Each week they left me one of these boxes, and inside was 

supplies, bread, dried fruit, nuts. It was like a supermarket delivery service, sustenance straight to my 

door, that is if I had my own door. It was true what Aileen said, they really did provide for one 

another. In amongst the food was always a handwritten note, on the back of a scrap of paper, a receipt, 

newspaper, cardboard, with an item that I was to procure. Over the two years I had been part of the 

association I had collected things from large pieces of scrap metal, to empty cartons and shards of 

opaque tinted glass from smashed wine bottles. They were building something, and I was a gatherer, a 

footman, collecting their tools.  

Everyone had a role in our secret community of waifs and strays – there were the gatherers, like me, 

the technicians, builders and at the top, though we were all peers, were the leaders.  

On that day, knee-deep in the winter, the note gave an address. This must be it, I mused, turning the 

crumpled receipt over, as though it would change upon a second reading. Leaving the alley and 

joining the bustling street, I began to walk. 

Eventually I came upon the family, thirty or so familiar strangers at the edge of a small population of 

trees. There was a palpable excitement, a transparent bubble enclosing them. I stepped inside, spotting 

Aileen towards the centre of the group and weaved through the crowd to join her. She took my hand 

and whispered, ‘It’s time’, as we began to move in unison through the barrier of trees. 

 

The sight was transcendent. The late afternoon darkened the sky to a burnt orange, the sun in her last 

moments of waking, gave a final push, hurling a kaleidoscope of colour unto the landscape. Where 

once stood only an abandoned building site, now the earth, doused in frost, was clear and exhaled as 

the dozens of feet came upon its edge. 

In the space stood a construction, level with the highest skeletal branches of the trees, stretching back 

as far as five buses lined up one behind the other. In width it extended out past my peripheral vision 



so that I had to move my head to look across from one side to the other. The structure was familiar, 

my eyes drawn to the wine bottle glass, a jigsaw of material, shapes and colours, welded together into 

a mosaic building. There was silence as we observed, a few shallow intakes of breath slipped through, 

swallowed by the quiet admiration freezing the scene as it was.  

Popping the balloon of silence, the door to the building swung open and a man’s voice bellowed, 

‘Welcome home’ and time, that had stood still, like my watch, resumed movement. 


